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in his speech at excuses, or at least at extenuating
circumstances, for crimes which he privately assured
La Marck were far more atrocious than was generally
known. At the same time he asked the Assembly for a
month's leave of absence. To play the part of dictator
at the head of the royal commission in his native pro-
vince, and to turn his back for a time on the colleagues
who had so repeatedly ignored his claim to the presi-
dential chair, was tempting both to his pique and to his
ambition. The Court, however, thought him more likely
to be of service in Paris than in Provence, where even
La Marck felt that it was uncertain what part he would
play. Montmorin accordingly promised to do his utmost
to procure his election as president of the Assembly on
January 3. The liberal press, the Parisian sections,
and the Jacobins, these last on the motion of Barnave,
besought the champion of liberty not to desert the
temple of the laws. Thus appeased, and with this hope,
he remained.

Yet, although the minister did his best, neither on
January 3 nor on January 17 was Mirabeau elected
to preside over the Assembly. On the former occasion
he was only defeated by three votes, on the latter date
the majority against him was larger, for he had offended
his conservative supporters by the violence of his lan-
guage in the debates on the Church. On December 26
the king sanctioned the imposition on the clergy of an
oath of conformity to the new ecclesiastical constitution.
"I had rather," he said, "be king of Metz than sign.
But this cannot last long.'7 He considered his signature
only another proof that he was no free agent, another
justification for the future repudiation Of all that had